Cholesterol metabolism and aging.
Changes occur in lipid and lipoprotein concentrations with age that increase the risk of developing atherosclerotic disease. In children and young adults (less than 20 years of age), the plasma total cholesterol concentration decreases between the ages of 10 and 20 years. After age 20, the plasma total cholesterol concentration increases progressively, and in men reaches a plateau between the ages of 50 and 60 years, whereas in women, it reaches a peak between 60 and 70 years of age. The low-density lipoprotein cholesterol concentration increases progressively in men and women after age 20, but more rapidly in men, accounting for most of the overall gender difference in total cholesterol. The rate at which the low-density lipoprotein cholesterol concentration increases in women begins to accelerate between 40 and 50 years of age, and the concentration exceeds that in men by 55 to 60 years. High-density lipoprotein cholesterol concentrations decrease in males during puberty and early adulthood, and thereafter remain lower than those in women at all comparable ages. The high-density lipoprotein cholesterol concentrations remain constant in women throughout their lifetime. Beyond 30 years of age, women taking estrogen preparations have higher high-density lipoprotein cholesterol concentrations than women who are not taking estrogens. The triglyceride concentration increases progressively in men, reaching peak values between 40 and 50 years of age, and then declining slightly thereafter. In women, the triglyceride concentration increases throughout their lifetime, but is always higher in those using estrogens. Whether these changes in lipoprotein concentrations merely accompany the increasing prevalence of atherosclerotic vascular disease that occurs with age, or contribute to it, is unknown at this time.